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Introduction
Engaging students in learning is a challenge in today's educational systems. To be engaged, students need to be connected to their own experiences and to see themselves in the resources, and curricula of the classroom. Students learn by making connections. To make connections, students need to have access to resources which support their culture and heritage. However, the resources of many cultures, most specifically the African Canadian culture, are not always present in mainstream education. This paper is designed to address the lack of African heritage in the curricula and resources of Canadian schools in Atlantic Canada. As a result, all students are unaware of the history and positive contributions of African Canadians to community and society. In fact, very few African Canadian students graduate from high school, and from those who do graduate, very few continue on to post secondary studies. As a result, the positive contributions of these students to community and society are never fully achieved. Furthermore, in the workplace, employers often comment that many students are unable to function effectively in the workplace, and are ill-prepared for collaborative problem-solving and decision-making, intercultural environments of the 21st century.
Two research projects inform this research. In the first project, ten African Canadian educators in Nova Scotia were interviewed to determine the obstacles and challenges which they faced in the school system (Finlayson, [12] ). One challenge which they all identified was the lack of African heritage in the curriculum in Nova Scotia public education.
This lack of African heritage in the curriculum has been addressed by the Nova Scotia Department of Education in a very concrete way. In 2008, the curriculum consultant of the African Canadian Services Division of the Department of Education organized a lead team to discuss, prepare and launch a new course: English 12 African Heritage language arts (Finlayson, [11] ). This was a recommendation of the BLAC report [1] . The purpose was to give students an opportunity to complete a grade 12 English language arts credit with a focus on African heritage. This course has the same credit value as Academic English 12, the same curriculum outcomes, and can be taken as the required English language arts credit for high school graduation and for acceptance to university.
In this article, there is a focus on the second research project: the development and implementation of the English 12: African Heritage language arts course. Teachers of the English 12 African heritage language arts course were interviewed to determine the challenges and successes they have had in designing, developing and implementing this course. This article provides an overview of English 12: African Heritage Language Arts course, and addresses the challenges and successes as presented by the educators who teach English 12: African heritage language arts. Through the process, African Canadian students and mainstream students have been actively engaged in the process of learning.
Research Rationale
African Canadian students face unique challenges in education. A primary concern has been the absence of African Canadian history and literature in their learning resources (Dei [7] ; Brathwaite &James [7] ).
There is a growing need to rethink curriculum in terms of the cultural needs of an increasingly diverse population. There is range of knowledge that may be out of reach for a person to learn on their own, but is accessible if the learner has the support of peers or more knowledgeable others (Vygotsky, [19] ; Forman, E.A. & J. McPhail, J., [13] ).
Scholars in this field have documented that teachers are more effective when they provide cultural connections to the curriculum, draw on student cultures in their teaching styles and address the struggles that their students face (Bennett [3] ; Dei [8] : Dickar [9] ; Delpit, [10] ). Black teachers are ideally positioned to enrich the curriculum with cultural and cognitive strategies that led to greater success in schools by students of color (Cummins, [6] ; Gill, [14] ). They enriched the curriculum content, sharing stories and singing songs, sharing their own cultural knowledge and teaching students about cultural traditions. As clearly stated: "They made sure that curriculum materials reflected a multicultural and antiracist perspective, searched for learning materials with diverse representation, and screened for stereotypes and bias" (Solomon, [18] :403). In their research, Carr and Klassen emphasize that, "the attitude of the teacher is crucial in helping students develop attitudes that will prepare them for a harmonious existence in a society that is culturally diverse" (Carr and Klassen, [4] 
Research design and goals
To gather information from participants, researchers sometimes use focus groups, interviews and survey/questionnaires. The interview process has been used by researchers to elicit information from individuals about various issues. Seidmann [17] has used an interview process to explore the experiences of the participants, their educational experience and their interactions with their colleagues and other members of the communities. This approach allows the researcher to ask open-ended questions to build upon and explore the participants' responses to these questions. The goal is to have the participant recount her/his experiences within the topic under study. This qualitative approach conforms to education research practice and allows the researcher to ask open-ended questions to build upon and explore the participants' responses to these questions.
Interviews were conducted with educators within the educational school system of Nova Scotia. Some educators are of African heritage and others are from mainstream society. All indicated a willingness to participate in interviews. I have selected these individuals as a result of the diversity of their backgrounds and the success which they have had in implementing the course. These individuals all had a passion for African heritage and a determination to succeed. They worked in schools which represented (a) diverse communities; (b) schools from rural and urban areas (c) schools with a large African Canadian population (d) schools with a large Eurocentric population (e) schools with a combination of diverse cultures (f) schools with teachers from diverse races, cultures and backgrounds.
This study reflects the responses of the teachers who have organized, designed, and implemented English 12: African Heritage language arts. The format used is a question and answer approach because it enables me to capture the highlights of the course from each participant. I want to know about the process that was used to design this course and how these teachers were able to be successful. I want to know what challenges they faced and how they were able to overcome these challenges. I want to have a clear understanding of the content of the course and the implications for our students of having a course linked to African heritage as part of the curriculum in public schools.
This article has been organized to provide an overview of the course English 12: African Heritage language arts: the timeline, the learning outcomes and suggested resources. The course content and themes are linked directly to an African heritage focus. The goal of this research is to have the participant recount her/his experiences within the topic under study. Specific questions have guided the data collection and analysis. These questions include:
(1) What process has been used? (2) What obstacles and challenges have you faced? (3) What strategies have you used to be successful in the implementation of this course?
The data collected has been compiled into themes of the process, the components of the course, an overview, and responses and strategies of the participants, who successfully addressed many obstacles and challenges.
Participants
Educators who participated in this study are strongly committed to the infusion of African heritage into the curriculum. All of these educators have been directly involved in selecting the resources, in developing and implementing the English 12: African Heritage language arts course, and in providing a leadership role to offer professional development to other teachers. They had been selected for the development and implementation of English 12: African heritage language arts, because of their involvement in the elective: African Heritage Literature which was offered in six schools over a 4 year period. They were recognized for their enthusiasm and creativeness. They were identified as leaders in supporting African heritage in the curriculum, because of their determination to pass on African heritage to all their students African Canadian educators who participated in this study have been successful. A brief description of each participant follows. As you will see, the participants come from a variety of backgrounds, and teach in schools with diverse populations. Two teachers worked in an urban high school, where students spoke twenty-nine different languages. One of these teachers is African Canadian born in Nova Scotia; the other teacher was married to an African Canadian, originally from Nigeria. Two teachers worked in schools where the students were of Eurocentric descent. These teachers were both very connected to the community, and frequently invited leaders of the African communities to their classrooms to make presentations to their students. Two teachers worked in all White schools. They frequently organized school trips to museums and art galleries, where African heritage was a major focus. One teacher worked in an isolated area, with a small African Canadian population. This teacher emphasized the contributions of all her students and community leaders, in particular the African Canadian contributions. One teacher worked in a school with a large African Canadian population, both student and staff. In this school, the principal is African Canadian, and the school has an active African Canadian welcome center.
Ruth is an African Canadian born in Nova Scotia. She says, "I am a teacher, because I had people in public life and at home who encouraged me to succeed, to live up to my potential". She has taught for many years in classes, and always incorporates African literature in her lesson plans. Ruth insists on students reaching their potential, in order to have the skills they need to pursue their dreams. She teaches in a school with many diverse cultures and languages.
Janice is a mainstream teacher, who works in an isolated area, and who takes a genuine interest in all her students. She strives to get to know her students, to know their backgrounds and cultures, and to make connections with the community. To ensure that her students have a broad knowledge base, she organizes many school trips, bringing her students to art galleries, museums, and educational venues in the city. She teaches a few African Canadian students in each of her classes.
Denise teaches in a rural area. She has a passion and commitment to African heritage. She has been infusing African heritage for years into her curriculum. She has built up a bank of diverse resources which students can draw from. Denise has a love for creative arts. She has her students creating collages, sculptures, carvings, etc. with the African heritage focus. Denise has a web site which is well maintained and which presents these creative works of her students. Denise also invites high profile African speakers to her classes to motivate her students.
Nancy has been teaching in the same school for about 15 years. When she was given the opportunity to get involved with developing English 12: African heritage, she jumped at the chance. She wanted a change in direction, and this course provided her with a new focus. Her students really excelled with her teaching style and her devotion to her work. Whenever Nancy could have African Canadian artists join her class, she did so, for the benefit of all her students.
David worked with small numbers of students in the resource learning center. He was thrilled to be part of the process of developing and implementing this course. He took advantage of the different activities, both in technology and in art, to respond to the diverse needs of his small group. David's enthusiasm rolled over into his classes, giving his students new motivation and new ideas. Marilyn worked in a relatively new school with the latest software and technology. Marilyn saw the development and implementation of this course as an opportunity to produce audio visual creations and videos. Marilyn invited a well know African Canadian film maker to come and train her students. This was an experience, which all of her students talked about enthusiastically.
Findings
Based on the data analysis of the interviews, participants identified the process, basic components, overview and challenges and strategies for success.
Process
The dialogue began by asking if African heritage was part of the curriculum which they used and how it was incorporated into the programs which they taught.
How do you incorporate African heritage into the English Language Arts curriculum?
African heritage is incorporated into the curriculum at all levels by resources which reflect African heritage, and by teachers committed to select themes of African heritage. In some cases, African heritage is well incorporated depending on the knowledge and commitment of the teacher providing the leadership. In other cases, there is little or no incorporation of African heritage into the curriculum. 
What is its purpose?
Its purpose is to provide students in Nova Scotia with the opportunity to learn English, by using resources either written by authors of African heritage, or writings with a focus of African heritage.
Why was English 12: African Heritage created?
This was a recommendation of the BLAC report [1] . The Black Learners Advisory Report (BLAC) was published in 1994 by the Black Learners Advisory Committee, as a result of information gathered from surveys, questionnaires and conversations with members of Black communities across Nova Scotia. The BLAC report made several recommendations to support the education of African Nova Scotians. These included: the establishment of the Council of African Canadian Education(CACE); the establishment of the African Canadian Services Division at the Nova Scotia Department of Education; the establishment of scholarships, to be supported by government funds, and used to support Black learners for post secondary education; the establishment and maintenance of RCH coordinators in all school boards; the provision of Support Workers for Black learners in schools; the creation and implementation of anti-racism policies; the infusion of African heritage into the curriculum through a variety of resources, the creation of courses, and by the process of providing professional development to teachers and administrators, etc.
What is African Canadian Services Division?
The Nova Scotia Department of Education has several divisions to develop programs and resources, to provide leadership in professional development and to provide support for teachers across Nova Scotia. These divisions include: African Canadian Services Division, Acadian Services, English Programs, French Second Language Programs, Student Services, Learning Resources and Technology, Evaluation and Assessment. The African Canadian Services Division (ACSD) was established in 1996, as a recommendation of the BLAC report. The goal of ACSD is to ensure that African heritage be an integral part of all elements of the programs, in the resources, in professional development, in the development and delivery of all curricula, and in the support of Black teachers and in the recruitment of African Canadians into educational careers. English 12: African Heritage was developed by the African Canadian Services Division.
How was English 12: African Heritage developed?
The African Canadian Services Division made the decision to provide the resources (human and written) and financial commitment to develop and implement a language arts course with an African heritage focus. A curriculum consultant was hired by the African Canadian Services Division. Her responsibility was to develop the curriculum for this course, to gather together a lead team to plan the course and collect the resources, and to organize and plan professional development. A lead team was selected from English teachers across Nova Scotia who had demonstrated a commitment to incorporating African heritage into the curriculum and who used innovative teaching practices. This lead team consisted of 12 individuals, who designed the course, decided upon the resources which were to be used, and piloted the course over a two year time frame. At the end of this period, recommendations and changes were made. Professional development was organized and led by this lead team, provided lesson plans, teaching and learning strategies, and hands on activities to enable teachers, principals, and guidance counselors to become familiar with the content and purpose. These sessions were open to all educators who were interested, and were delivered in a number of locations across the province, providing educators easy access.
Has this course been well received?
It has been very well received. Students who have taken this course speak of the variety of teaching and learning styles incorporated in the course, and the benefits of studying these diverse topics. They indicated how discussions were encouraged with regard to social justice: how to address discrimination and racism; creating and sharing strategies of resistance. The students spoke of how well this course prepares them to live in our intercultural world and to become global citizens.
If a teacher is not familiar with the resources, how can he/she find out what resources to use?
Resources have been carefully selected for each unit. Resources include the titles of books, articles, audio cd's, dvd's, websites, posters. Resources have been purchased and placed in schools across Nova Scotia. If a teacher wants to borrow cd's or dvd's, he/she can contact the Department of Education of Nova Scotia for borrowing.
Basic Components

What are the components of this course?
E12:AH has the same outcomes as English 12. The course has been carefully designed with an overview, a timeline, and a focus on the following themes:
Pre-Colonial Africa, Slavery, Reconstruction, Harlem Renaissance, Social and Political Change, Contemporary Literature including Black Women Writings.
What are some of the resources?
In many ways the course follows a historical timeline, so that new knowledge can be introduced and linked to previous knowledge, in a cyclical manner. It is suggested the teacher begin with historical and geographical information of Africa, to provide students with the background they will need to discuss the issues which emerge in the units. 
Has integrating the arts been a component of this course?
In fact, yes it was. The curriculum consultant for the African Canadian Services Division worked with the Art Gallery of Nova Scotia to set up ArtsSmarts projects around the province. Her role was to ensure that the curriculum outcomes were being implemented and to identify the school and teacher for this project. The Art Gallery and the African Canadian Services Division shared the cost. The Art Gallery consultant contacted a Black artist in the school region and set up the initial meeting. At this meeting, representatives from ACSD, the Art Gallery, the artist, and the teacher determined what the art project would be, and purchased the art supplies. It was a fabulous idea. Several art projects were implemented around the province. It was a wonderful opportunity for the students, the school and the community. Students employed several innovative ways to represent their ideas and to demonstrate their potential. Some involved visual arts, drama, music, the spoken word, etc. In fact, the Art Gallery had an exhibit of some of the art work, and had an official presentation of the drama and the spoken word.
Has integrating technology been part of this course?
Technology has been integrated throughout the course. A professional learning community was created at the African Canadian Services Division to support the teachers during the implementation stage. Teaching and learning strategies include the use of web sites for the accumulation and sharing of knowledge; the use of technology for the development of projects, games, and learning activities, etc.
Overview
What would be a brief overview of this course?
English 12: African Heritage Language Arts is based on the framework provided by the Atlantic Canada essential graduation learnings and the Foundation for the Atlantic Canada English Language Arts Curriculum. This curriculum is shaped by the vision of enabling and encouraging students to become reflective, articulate, and literate individuals who use language successfully for learning and communicating in personal and public contexts. English 12: African Heritage Language Arts focuses on African heritage, and encourages the use of diverse resources from all cultures and races. It involves language processes and supports language learning outcomes: speaking, listening, reading, viewing, writing and other ways of representing.
This course focuses on writers and artists of African descent and their contributions. It encompasses the experience, study, appreciation of language, literature, media, and communication from an African heritage perspective. To present this course, a teacher may follow a linear timeline, or study texts from a thematic approach. It is critical that the students become aware of the historical context of the texts. The historical timeline would be: pre-colonial Africa, slavery and resistance, reconstruction, renaissance, and contemporary literature. Some of the themes include: social and political change, women's movement, visual and performing arts, and the lives and experienced of African Canadians and African Nova Scotians. This course helps students to understand and appreciate that African heritage as being a heritage of us all.
A study of Chinua Achebe's novel Things Fall Apart is fundamental for the course. This novel offers an example of a community in Nigeria that demonstrates the sophistication of pre-colonial Africa. From interacting with the ideas and concepts of this novel, students explore the diversity of Africa, the different regions, cultures, languages, and traditions. In the discussion, students are provided with an opportunity to challenge some of the stereotypes that exist about Africa. They learn that Africa is a continent with a rich history, and distinct social, political, spiritual and legal systems. This provides a foundation to enable students to connect with people of African descent today, and to determine how these historical elements have influenced all cultures and histories. Students study slavery and the Middle Passage. As they study about the horrific circumstances of this period, they are also be exposed to the ways that African slaves entered into resistance. Analyzing the beginning of slavery and the resistance of those enslaved helps to dispel the myth that African hostages accepted slavery passively. This study provides the foundation for many of the concepts which is studied throughout this course: slave narratives, poetry, spirituals, the African Diaspora. Students learn that along with their struggles emerged leaders who became role models: Frederick Douglass, Sojourner Truth, Bullwhip, Olaudah Equiano, etc. Students study the global struggles for freedom and the political, social, educational and economic barriers to enter mainstream society. Equity, equality, and critical literacy become important components of their learning.
Although students are exposed to the periods of Reconstruction and Harlem Renaissance of the United States, they learn how Canada has had a different cultural history. Canada's Renaissance began in the late seventies and eighties with a proliferation of African Canadian writers, who through their writings, reflect their diversities of experiences, backgrounds and genres. Whereas in the United States, Black literature is seen as a body of work, in Canada it is viewed as individual works.
African heritage writings are linked to a history of protest and social change. Black writers have consistently emphasized the desire of Black people to assert themselves as active participants in the larger society, yet being conscious of the support and importance of family and community in their lives. The students are given the opportunity to hear the voices of a people who speak and act against racial justice and celebrate their victories, survival, and resilience. The ideas and discussion enable students to become aware of their relevance in the process of social change. Students are exposed to a significant number of global texts, including indigenous local writers, writers from across African and the world.
As the course focuses on the contemporary period, it encompasses numerous themes: Back to African movement, women's movement, other ways of writing through visual and performing arts. The women's movement is given a central place. Black women, expressing dilemmas about their role in the family and society, provide a critical commentary about their particular ideas, experiences, struggles and victories. Women of African descent have been the strength and backbone of the Black family throughout the ages. They have had to redefine their role and position in an ever changing society. Over time, Black women have demanded more power and respect within the family, community, workplace, church and community. In the literature, these relationships have been defined and evaluated. Students study these texts and become more aware of the excellent leadership and role models that Black women have provided.
Visual and Performing Arts is an expression of the self; one's inner thoughts and dreams; a continuum of fantasies from childhood to adulthood. It allows students to explore the dimension of visual and performing arts over time through dialect, characterization, humor, and cultures across the Diaspora. This section allows for examination and study of past and present forms: blues, hip hop, Harlem Renaissance art, contemporary dance and music, etc. through film, video, internet, audio, art, music, technology, and all forms. Through the works of these artists, students connect with the evolution of societies, community life, and immigrant experiences past and present.
A special component of African Heritage Language Arts is the study of a few African Nova Scotian writers and artists. This helps students to develop a greater consciousness of their Nova Scotian heritage and gain the opportunity to see the familiar through different eyes. To hear of one's homeland from one who has a different identify and perspective can be challenging and illuminating.
The English 12: African Heritage Language Arts course has a clear connection to the history and literature from Africa, as well as, from the Diaspora. There is a plethora of material available to engage students and to provide them with opportunities to become critical readers, writers, and thinkers. This course provides them with the opportunity to develop strong critical literacy skills and to have a greater opportunities for all students to understand the role that African heritage has played in the past, and to make African heritage sustainable in the future.
